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tude the conflagrations otherL^^^j^j blaze valiantly. Total 
cities have suffered. damage, to ships and pier wad 

Among .<^VvTbeStel* 60 . 000 . 


gL werel ered ^0 

plants and resjdencesjer^ destroyed- Thousands^of per-1 Mill at the foot of Seventh Street 

in West Oakland, became a roar- 


^^(Stleni4 


of Oakland ’s fires 

loItoWlllS^ 

1867: The Chinci^ - - 

„„ Ih. 0.1 

••Road” between 16th and 17tn 
Streets caught fire when an oil 
lamp exploded and fired th 
ilammaWe shelters, shortly a^^ter 
the colony had been moved from 
3ts former location at ®wee , 
between Washington and Clay. 

The Chinese, pioneer William 
E Blote has written, compla¬ 
cently watched, "‘“^ing noi^ 
•-like a flock of geese. The Fme 
Department didn t do ""“h b 
ter; the Uttle town burned to the 
ground. 

CITY HALL BURNS 

August 25. 1877: The three- 
story Oakland City Hall, costing 
$70,000 in 1869. was destroyed. 
Twenty-nine prisoners m tne 
basement jail were trapped, but 
rescued. Arson was suspected 
and a $1000 reward posted. Noin 
ing came of 

March 9, 1880: The Grand Cen¬ 
tral Hotel, between Webster and 
HarrLson on 12th Street, was de¬ 
stroyed in an early - morning 
holwaust. Eight other buildings 
including Dr. Samuel Merritt s 
Webster House were also burnea 
to the ground. Whipped by a 
k furious northwest gale, llymg 
embers started innumerable firw, 
destroyed two homes as far dis- 
. tant from the hotel as Sevent 
and Jackson. For a time it was 
believed the entire southeast 
i section of the city was doomed. 
Total loss was $355,000. 

June 20. 1882; The Long Wharf 
at Gibbons’ Point extending into 
the Bay from Seventh Street 


$60,000. I 

Next day, thousands of persons 
from Oakland and San Franciscc^ 
visited the scene; as with all 
^sasters at that time, the popu 
lace inspected the scene m . 
carnival mood. 

TUBBS HOTEL BLAZE 

August 14. 1893: The block 
square Tubbs Hotel ^ 

Filth Avenue and East 1 
Street was destroyed when thd 
three-story, mansard-roofed. 216 
room structure burned m a con , 
flagration visible throughout the^ 

^?rll‘l8, 1906: 

San Francisco burned 
of the great earthquake, Oakland 
had only one fire. An overturn^ 
oil lamp ignited a home at Ninth 
and Kirkham. 

Anril 22. 1923: High winds 
whipped a blaze at the California 
Cotton Mills. Kennedy Street and 
Railroad Avenue. Damage w^ 
$50,000. Heroic efforts by the 
Fire Department saved the sec- 

"“Tune 19. 1923 : The EureVm 
Lumber and Planing Mills, oc¬ 
cupying almost a s*!'*®*’* ^ 
at 36th Avenue and East 14th 
Street, was destroyed in a sp^ 

tacular conflagration which drew 

thousands of spectatore. Huge 
piles of lumber 1®** 
hot that they repeatedly 
to a.ph..t o< E». S'™'*- 

Damage was placed at $60,000. 

early grass fires 

September 17, 1923; Fanned 
by roaring high winds, a fire 
swept through the canyon 
Leona Heights, rolled towards 
Mills College, then swerved to 


the Bay from Seventh Str^t m^ls^CoU^^^^^^^^ 

burned in the tind changed. Four hundred 


bumea in an - 

flagration which thrilled thou¬ 
sands in Oakland and San Fran- 

'*Three small ships moored at 
the pier were towed away, but 
the larger bark Great Western, 
loaded with 2000 tons of coal. 


warns i^naooi 

the wind changed. Four hundred 
acres were burned o''®*’-S‘*J®®“ 
other fires throughout Oakland 
destroyed five homes. 

1924: Three schools in OaklanQ, 
one “in Alameda and one in El 
Cerrito were burned to tne 


o', s ..k"—>" ^ 


tnts ana - 

in the same period with a loss 
in the hundreds of thousands of 
dollars. The arsonist, ^ho wh.en 
trapped could not remember all 
SeTres he had touched off. was 
fM-year-old boy who “just liked 
to watch fires.'* 

labor temple leveled 

October 16, 1924: The Oakland 
Labor Temple at 11th and Frank¬ 
lin Streets was leveled in ® 

Lurm Ito wkich ™l>'^ 

Temple’s roof between the time 
of discovery and arrival of fire 
equipment. Loss was estimated 
at $60,000. 

January 24. 1927; The Clare 
mont Country Club at 
and Clifton Street burned to the 
ground in a $250,000 earty-*"^* 
ing fire. The three-story struc 
tore, covering almost a block, 
was a famed gathering-place ot 
Oakland’s socially promment. A 
Safehman. Charles Waterman, 
lost his life when trapped m at 
tempting to fight the flames. 

February 9, 1931: The Oakland 
National Horse Show had com¬ 
pleted iU nine-day showing when 
flames destroyed the t®n'Por®ry 
buildings, killed four men and 
48 horses. 

key route pier 

February 24, 1931: Patrons at 

the Orpheum Theater sat for an 
hour in ignorance ”, 

that a three-story and loft build 
ing next door was burning to 
the ground. Following several 
explosions, a general alarm sum¬ 
moned virtuaUy all firemen and 
apparatus in the city. Dense 
smoke overcame firemen and for 
a time it seemed the conflagia- 
tion might 

at streets were jan'-Pa®h®d wito 

spectators and evening toaffic on 
Broadway and Franklin 
was halted for four hours, ^en 
smoke seeped into the Orpheum 
Theater, which was protected by 
its heavy fire wall, patrons left 
in orderly fashion. Thirteen per¬ 
sons were injured; property 
damage was placed at $350,000. 

mS 6. 1933: A $3,000,000 fire 
' swept the Key Route Pier, which 


IkfdTtroyed. Thousands of per¬ 
sons crowded the waterfront, 
watched the blaze. No lives were 
lost; by good fortune, a boaUoad 
of commuters had entrained for 


set at $6,000,000. 

March 15. 1949: A $9.00M00 

rire at the Oakland Army Base _ Nearly half a fire-ligniers «i.u - 

.nd . h.,. 

"ol'rtol 


Shot inio inc aivjr . 

I soldier started the conflagration 
so that he might be rewarded for 

discovering it. , u u o 

April 19, 1949; Nearly half a 


shrouaea casi • 

fouled peak morning commuter 
service, and drew thousands of 
persons to the scene. Ninety-five 
tire-fighters and 23 pieces of 




































dwwnlngs 

jy*M.,^bun9 Bt9ff, nBWB BBrVtCBB u 

r^. \ ••mnftcBB brouphf fho in__ 


I ,t,n. ntw, 

\ C^^irS^orks- may have 
I spnfed a $100,000 blaze 
I that gutted a vacant Del 
I Monte cannery building in 
Oa itia nd late last night, one 
of scores of fires reported 
throughout the Eastbay as 
the holiday weekend came to 
a close. 

‘There have been nothing 
but fires since around 9 
p.rn.. said Oakland Fire De¬ 
partment Assistant Chief 
Don Matthews. He said fire¬ 
works were being shot off in 
the night sky around 29th 
Avenue as firefighters 


the 10 p.m.. two- 
aiarm cannery fire under 
control. He said the building 
was engulfed in flames wheS 
crews arrived and the fire 
lafed^^'^^ ^och fireworks-re- 

_ J’'j*‘^“"ately it was cold 
and damp and the grass 

. get moving or it 

could have been more seri¬ 
ous.” Matthews said 
Illegal fireworks were to 
blame for the state’s largest 
wildfire of the season near 
Yosemite National Park. 
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Continued from Page A-1 

The fire ultimately burned 
2,500 acres. 

Fireworks may also have 
caused a fire in Sacramen¬ 
to’s American River Park¬ 
way that scorched almost 15 
acres, sparking three roof 
fires and engulfing the area 
in dense smoke, officials 
said yesterday. 

In one holiday weekend 
tragedy, a brother and sister 
from Hayward drowned in 
Lake Tahoe on Sunday while 
trying to chase an inflatable 
raft that was pushed from 
the shore by stiff winds. Sev¬ 
eral boaters tried to rescue 
Robert D. Nguyen, 15. and 
Kim T. Nguyen, 13 but were 
unsuccessful. South Lake Ta¬ 
hoe police said.. 

The brother and sister 
were last seen at 7:15 p.m. 
near Ski Run Marina by the 
Heavenly Resort. Their 
bodies were pulled from wa¬ 
ters 15 deep at 7:29 p.m. 

The California Highway 
Patrol reported 1.957 arrests 
for drunken driving in Cali¬ 
fornia between 6 p.m. Fri¬ 
day and 6 a.m. yesterday. 
Forty-five people had died 
by yesterday morning in 
traffic accidents on state 
highways, said department 
spokesman Steve Kohler. 


In the Eastbay, police re¬ 
ported relative calm with 
noisy firecrackers and loud 
parties being the worst of¬ 
fenses. 

Fire officials throughout 
the drought-dry state had 
warned that fireworks could 
spark brush fires this holi¬ 
day weekend and vowed to 
confiscate any that were 
found. 

The Sacramento blaze 
started about 2:30 p.m. along 
a bike path on the north 
bank of the American River. 
Gusts up to 25 mph fanned 
the blaze east to Riverwalk 
Way, where firefighters 
were able to stop it from 
reaching the Sacramento 
County Sheriff’s Academy. 

Several river rafters re¬ 
ported seeing children play¬ 
ing with fireworks in the 
area just before the blaze 
broke out. Battalion Chief 
Carl Shaw said. The exact 
cause of the fire was under 
investigation yesterday. 

More than 30 firefighters, 
including off-duty personnel, 
responded to the fire. There 
were no serious injuries. 
Many homeowners near the 
fire spent yesterday after¬ 
noon atop their houses, wa¬ 
tering down roofs and near¬ 
by grass and shrubs. 


^ tragic legacy of death 
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City’s fire fatalities again 
buck national averages 


This is Ote first qffPiid^-day se¬ 
ries on Oakland deaths. 
Today: Analyzing^ihe high 
number of deaths. 

By Craig Staati 

STAFF WRITER 

\ OAKLAND — During the past 20 
years, the number of people killed 
in fires has dropped steadily in the 
United States, but Oakland’s death 
rate has stubbornly remained one of 
the highest in the country. 

A computer-assisted review by 
The Oakland Tribune of fire fatali- 
ties in the city 
since 1984 
shows Oak- 
land’s death 
rate is 50 per¬ 
cent higher 
than San 
Francisco’s, 
three times 
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'(Those) children 
would have lived if those 
security bars had been 
working properly ." 

Rre Capt Don Parker 

reigning to tho Oct 14 firm on 71tt Avonuo, 
when fhro chUdron dhd 


Special 

Report 


the California average and seven 
times higher than San Jose’s. 

Fire Chief P. Lamont Ewell said 
Oakland’s numbers mirror those in 
other cities with older housing and 
a large, poor population. But even 
so, the death toll deeply disturbs 
him. 

“When I look at it locally, I get 
really scared," Ewell said. 

So far this year, 18 people have 
died in Oakland fires, the most rt 
cent a 78-year-old West OaWand 
grandmother who tried to fight a 
fire in her bedroom earlier this 
month. 

In the past 12 years, 148 people 
have perished in house and apart¬ 
ment fires in the dly — and that 
doesn’t include the 25 who died in 
the 1991 East Bay hills firestorm. 

“For our population, we 
shouldn t be losing this many 
people,” said Fire Capt. Don 
Parker. 

Fire experts blame Oakland’s 
high fire death rate on the poverty 
of many of its residents, crowded 


living quarters that put more people 
at risk when a fire does break out, 
carelessness and anti-burglary secu¬ 
rity bars that can trap people in 
their homes. 

A striking number of Oakland’s 
fatal fires have occurred in a rela¬ 
tively small section of the East Oak¬ 
land flatlands. 

They include the city’s most hor¬ 
rific recent fire, on Oct. 14, when 
five children died in a blaze on 71st 
Avenue, trapped by security bars on 
the windows. The bars lacked a re¬ 
quired release mechanism. 

Homeowner David Starnes, who 
lives two blocks away, says the &e 
hit tro close. He has four girls and 
worri6s About their safety. • 

_l‘That was a tragedy.... It could 
have been us," Starnes said. “You 
never know.” 

► Rose HollowRy, who has lived in 
East Oakland for 43 years, said she 
was horrified by the 71st Avenue 
blaze. 

“That was awful and the thing 
that bothered me was how they 
couldn t get out,” Holloway said. 
You bar yourself in and you’re not 
locking the criminals out. You’re re¬ 
ally locking yourself In. That’s bad.” 

Oakland’s fire death toll for 1995 
would be 13, instead of 18, if there 
had been release mechanisms on 
the bars, firefighters 


Fire causes 

Cigarettes and other 
smoking materials are 
the No. 1 cause of fatal 
fires in Oakland. 





































































one-quarter of Oakland's 
1 fires since 1984 have occurred 
in a 2K-square-mile area of East 
Oakland bounded roughly by 73rd 
and 98th avenues, MacArthur Boul¬ 
evard and San Leandro Street. 


Only about 8 percent of Oak¬ 
land’s population lives in the area, 
which includes the neighborhoods 
of Eastmont, Arroyo Viqjo, Castle- 
mont and Cox. 


Yet it has accounted for nearly 
25 percent of the city's fatal fires in 
the past dozen years. The district, 
filled with older, wood-frame bunga¬ 
lows, is about 75 percent African 
American. 


Fire experts say there is a strong 
correlation between poverty and the 
risk of becoming a fire victim. More 
than 18 percent of people in Oak¬ 
land live below the poverty line. 


John Hall, who analyzes fire sta¬ 
tistics for the National Fire Protec¬ 
tion Association, said poverty forces 
people into less safe choices, such 
as using makeshift heating and 
cooking arrangements or furnishing 
homes with older, less fire-resistant 
furniture. 


Hall said part of the national 
drop in fire deaths is the result of 
product safety advances, like space 
heaters that turn themselves off if 
they fall over or lighters that are 
more difficult for children to 
ndsuse. But newer, safer products 
can be too costly for poor families. 


In depressed neighborhoods, fire 
safety also takes a back seat to 
other, more pressing concerns, such 
as putting food on the table. 


link deaths to conditions of poverty 


City at odds 
over reports 


state l^rej 


The California 
Marshal tries to keep a 
plete record of fire deaths in 
the state. But, in its latest 
table, there is an asterisk next 
to the 1992 and 1993 totals. 
It belongs to Oaklan d. 

"Oakland FlTXtfreT)epart- 
ment) not included," a foot¬ 
note explains. 

Oakland has been a head¬ 
ache to the state because the 
city cannot provide computer¬ 
ized information in a form 
that Sacramento’s computers 
can read. 

"We have been having 
problems with Oakland since 
1991," said Alta Widener, 
coordinator of the state's Cali¬ 
fornia Fire Incident Reporting 
System. 

"They say they're having 
(computer) hardware and 
software problems. I've called 
and called." 

Oakland Fire Chief P. La¬ 
ment Ewell, however, bristles 
at the claim that Oakland isn’t 
sending the state the required 
data. The fire department col¬ 
lects information on fire 
deaths and sends it to the 
state, Ewell said, but the state 
sends it back as unusable. 

— Craig Stoats 


"People are dealing with a lot of 
issues in their lives," said Meri-K 
Appy, the Quincy, Mass.-based fire 
protection group’s assistant vice- 
president for public education. 
"Fire safety may not be on the top 
of the agenda." 


And in poor neighborhoods, 
there are also more single-parent 
families, which can mean less super¬ 
vision of young children. Hall noted. 


"Even the best and most consci¬ 
entious parents can have lapses," 
he said. 


Although experts commonly do 
not talk about it, another factor in 
neighborhoods! where drug use is 


Oakland's fire toll 
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In comparison, for the same pe¬ 
riod, San Jose averaged 3.4 fire 
deaths a year for a rate of 4.3 
deaths per million. San Francisco 
averaged 14.8 deaths, for a rate of 
20.4 deaths per million. 

California's rate, for the period 
from 1990 through 1993 (the latest 
year that statewide numbers are 
available), was 10.6 deaths per mil¬ 
lion. 


cords, 31 percent of the city’s fatal 
fires were ignited by discarded ciga¬ 
rettes or other smoking materials, 
including the scourge of the ’90s: 
crack cocaine pipes. 
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Another 14 percent of fatal fires 
resulted from defective floor fur¬ 
naces, space heaters or other 
heating mishaps, and 11 percent 
were caused by cooking accidents, 
such as pots left on stoves. 


In a 1994 study by USA Today, 
Oakland's fire deaths, including vic¬ 
tims of the 1991 firestorm, put it 
among the top 10 among cities with 
more than 250,000 people. 

Oakland's grim toll stands in 
stark contrast to a national success 
story — a steady drop in the 
number of fire fatalities since the 
late 1970s. 
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If a fire does break out, one way .fr he 
to increase your chances of sur-A st 
viving is a smoke detector. Moreal fir 
than 90 percent of U.S. homes haveely si 
the alarms and experts credit them d fiaj 
for at least part of the national de-They 
cline in fire deaths. > rec 

chiJ 


common is drug-induced careless¬ 
ness. 

In the 71st Avenue fire, the child¬ 
ren’s mother had spent the night 
drinking wine and smoking mari¬ 
juana and the fire started with a dis¬ 
carded marijuana cigarette, 
investigators said. 

The standard yardstick for com¬ 
paring cities’ fire deaths is the av¬ 
erage annual deaths per million 
residents. 

Between 1990 and 1994, Oak¬ 
land averaged 12 deaths per year, 
excluding the 1991 firestorm. That 
translates into a deaths per million 
rate of 32.2. 


According to figures collected by 
the National Fire Protection Associ¬ 
ation, the annual toll has fallen 42 
percent since 1977, from 7,395 to 
4,275 last year. 

Oakland officials say they are 
working on several fronts to reduce 
the annual death toll, but part of the 
problem is too many people see 
home fires as something that hap¬ 
pens to somebody else. 

"In this country, we still believe 
it’s other people wiio are going to 
have a fire," Ewell said. 

Over the past 12 years, the big¬ 
gest single cause of fatal fires in 
Oakland comes as no surprise: dis¬ 
carded cigarettes. 

According to fire department re- 
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In Oakland, the fire department's 
statisics show that there is a clear 
conne<*tion between the absence of 
a working smoke detector and the 
risk of dying in a residential fire. 

I tWi 

In more thai\ three-quarters of ^x) c 
the city’s faial fires since 1984 ,riesi 
there was eitlier no smoke detector 'YhaH 
or other fire protection, or a-de-i 5^, 
tector was installed but notafiai 
working. jose 

Smoke detectors weren't enough^ 
to save a life in 15 percent of the 
fatal fires. 

That 

Some cities have di amatically re- bot 
duced their fire deatlis with smoke (in*t 
detec t4)r giveaway programs. Oak-j bar 
land has one, too, but officials con-|ng tl 
cede more needs to be done. locki] 
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Tomorrow: W^uU is 

doing to reduce its fire death toll? 

- —v/oiucutu s tAic oars,! 

high fire death rate on the poverty _ 

of many of its residents, crowded 



























